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INTRODUCTION

1.

Pick a particular clip

As librarians and teachers, we all want our students to
be engaged and retain the conceptual material we cover in class.
Satirical news sources often lampoon information-related
topics in entertaining and informative ways. This paper will
discuss ways to incorporate satirical news video clips into an
information literacy classroom. First, general strategies for
designing active learning activities with video clips will be
shared. Then, three video clips from The Colbert Report, The
Daily Show, and Last Week Tonight with John Oliver that relate
to the Framework for Information Literacy for Higher
Education (ACRL, 2015) will be discussed. The discussion will
cover how each video relates to the Framework’s threshold
concepts as well as identify potential active learning strategies
for integrating the videos into information literacy classrooms.
Finally, the several considerations or “lessons learned” for
incorporating these types of video clips will be shared.

2.

Prepare specific guidelines

3.

Introduce the video

4.

Play the clip

5.

Stop the clip / replay clip

6.

Set a time for reflection

7.

Assign an active learning activity

8.

Structure a discussion

ACTIVE LEARNING WITH VIDEO CLIPS
When teaching with film clips, there are three
intervention phases to consider: before, during and after the
clips. Traditionally, an instructor might ask students priming
questions, i.e., things to think about during the clip [the
“before” phase], play the clip [“during” phase], and then have
students discuss the clip [“after” phase]. Berk, in his article on
incorporating multimedia clips into the classroom, reviewed the
literature from a variety of academic disciplines to identify how
instructors use film clips in college classrooms. He found that
instructors generally follow eight steps for incorporating film
clips (2009, p. 10):

When thinking about the eight steps above in terms of
possible “intervention points,” steps 1-3 are the “before” phase,
steps 4 and 5 are the “during” phase, and steps 6-8 are the
“after” phase. In addition to these eight procedural steps, Berk
describes twelve general techniques (or reasons why) to use
videos in the classroom (2009, pp 10-14).
1.

Provide content and information

2.

Illustrate a concept or principle

3.

Present alternative viewpoints (analyzing arguments
and researching rebuttals)

4.

Apply content to real-world applications

5.

Serve as a stimulus for learning activities (class
discussions, small group investigations, individual
written responses, questions answered in think-pairshare format)
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6.

Provide a good or a bad application to critique
(identify successes or mistakes)

7.

Exaggerate a particular point

8.

Snap students to attention

9.

Insert into collaborative learning exercises (have
the students select and show the class clips related to
the course)

10.

Motivate and inspire

11.

Provide a commercial break

12.

Signal return from class break

The techniques in bold above are the more active techniques
that Berk identified, as well as his suggestions (in parentheses)
for specific activities that exemplify each active technique.
These techniques can be used with satirical news clips to teach
information literacy concepts. Further discussion of the
intervention phases and techniques for using satirical news
videos follows below.

SATIRICAL TELEVISION NEWS SOURCES
“Fake” or satirical television news programs parody
traditional media coverage of current events. This paper focuses
on three satirical news programs: The Daily Show with Jon
Stewart, The Colbert Report and Last Week Tonight with John
Oliver. The Daily Show with Jon Stewart (1999 – 2015)
generally begins with a monologue from Stewart, which often
includes recurring segments chronicling hot topics like political
elections (the Indecision series) or U.S. involvement in the
Middle East (the Mess O’Potamia series). Correspondents often
file stories from the field, and the show usually closes with an
interview (the subject could be an academic, celebrity or even
a sitting U.S. president). The Colbert Report (2005 – 2014) was
a spin-off program from former Daily Show correspondent
Stephen Colbert. Colbert played a character modeled after the
“talking heads” found on conservative-leaning television news
shows. Colbert also began his program with a monologue and
would usually feature interviews in the latter half of the show.
Another former Daily Show correspondent, John Oliver,
recently premiered his program Last Week Tonight with John
Oliver on HBO (2014). Oliver begins with very brief reflection
on the past week’s news, and then devotes the bulk of his
program to covering a single issue in depth (previous issues
have included information literacy related topics like net
neutrality, native advertising and government surveillance).
These satirical news sources tend to be popular with
college-age viewers. A Pew Research Center report examined
the audience makeup of various television news programs and
found that many college-age Americans watch satirical news
programs:
“The Colbert Report and The Daily Show have the
youngest audiences of the 24 news sources tested:
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43% of Colbert’s regular audience is younger than 30,
as is 39% of the Daily Show’s regular viewers. Just
23% of the public is 18-to-29.” (Pew Research Center,
2012)
The Pew data shows that the satirical news programs
appeal to a younger audience in contrast with traditional
television news programs. The satirical sources could serve as
a hook to generate student interest and engagement. This may
explain why some instructors choose to use these shows as
teaching tools in college classrooms. Staci L. Beavers, a
political science professor at CSU San Marcos, wrote about her
use of satirical news clips in her introductory U.S. Politics class.
She discusses how use of the clips from satirical news sources
may help instructors “aggressively engage with our students’
cultural reference points, particularly political comedy like that
available in The Daily Show with Jon Stewart” (2011, p. 415).
Other forms of satire may well serve a complementary purpose.
Positing that satire is a good mechanism for teaching media
literacy skills, Stark, in his analysis of Perrin’s use of Mad
magazine in the classroom, states: “[the satirical sources] are
useful in helping students see past the hype of much mainstream
media, and they can ultimately lead students to a deeper
understanding of how media texts are produced and consumed,
letting them see familiar media texts in new and different ways”
(2003, p. 309).
If satirical clips can be used to successfully teach
political science and media literacy, does it follow that they are
a good fit for an information literacy classroom? Satirical news
programs often tackle topics related to information creation and
dissemination. Other librarians have written about their use of
satirical news clips to teach information literacy concepts.
Steiner and Madden (2010) wrote about their use of a clip from
The Colbert Report (on the false reporting of Jeff Goldblum’s
death) to help students understand the importance of the
reliability of news reporting. A quick Google search for
“Wikiality” and “Libguide” demonstrates how popular the
inclusion of the Colbert Report clip on Wikiality (Colbert,
2006) is with librarians who develop LibGuides covering
various information literacy topics. Below, the author will
introduce three clips from satirical news sources, and discuss
how librarians may utilize active learning strategies to
successfully use these clips to teach the threshold concepts
discussed in the Framework.

SATIRICAL NEWS AND THE FRAMEWORK
During the interactive presentation at the LOEX
conference, session participants viewed three video clips from
satirical news programs. Based on broad suggestions from the
author, participants brainstormed active learning activities for
each video and discussed how each video relates to the new
Framework. Below is a brief summary of each video, and a
combination of the author’s suggestions and participant
discussion from the session at LOEX 2015. Additional
information about the author’s and participants’ suggestions
can be found on the LibGuide developed as a companion to this
session (Alexander, 2015).
-ALEXANDER-

Rand Paul’s Plagiarism Problem (Aired on The Colbert
Report on August 29, 2013; Viewed 0:55– 3:23; Original video
length: 3:23)
Stephen Colbert’s conservative character defends
American politician Rand Paul against accusations of
plagiarism from MSNBC’s Rachel Maddow in this
clip from The Colbert Report. Maddow compares
phrases that Paul uses in a speech to content of a
Wikipedia article. Colbert defends Paul, in part, by
suggesting that Paul possibly wrote the Wikipedia
article he’s accused of plagiarizing.
Session participants indicated that the “Information Has Value”
frame was closely related to this clip’s content. Many of the
suggestions for pre-clip activities focused on setting up the
context for the video (e.g., identifying the important figures) or
defining specific terms (e.g., plagiarism). There were also
suggestions to help connect students to their previous
experiences with plagiarism as well as having them identify
institutional policies on plagiarism. Post-clip activity
suggestions included locating and analyzing the sources used in
the clip (the relevant Wikipedia page, the text of Paul’s speech,
etc.)
Sugar (Aired on Last Week Tonight with John Oliver on
October 26, 2014; Viewed: 4:12– 6:55; Original video length:
11:34)
John Oliver highlights previous claims made by the
Sugar Association on the health benefits of sugar.
Oliver shows clips of the president of the Sugar
Association and a doctor on the payroll of the Corn
Refiners Association refuting the link between sugar
and obesity.
Session participants indicated that the “Authority is
Constructed and Contextual” frame fit best with this clip’s
content. Suggestions for pre-clip activities included drawing on
students’ prior knowledge of or experience with the topical
subject as well as having students discuss the issue of authority,
and how they determine who or what information to trust.
Suggestions for post-clip activities included having students dig
deeper into the peer-review process, discuss bias in research, or
compare and contrast corporation-sponsored versus
independent research.
Science: What is it up to? (Aired on The Daily Show on
October 26, 2011; Viewed 0:00– 4:52; Original video length:
5:47)
Daily Show correspondent Aasif Mandvi investigates
accusations that science is a scam. The clip features
interviews with Republican Strategist Noelle Nikpour
and scientist Dr. Martin Chalfie of Columbia. It
includes a discussion of the vetting of scientific
research.
Session participants indicated that several frames, including
“Authority is Constructed and Contextual,” “Research as

Inquiry” and “Scholarship as a Conversation” were closely
related to the content of the Science clip. Suggestions for preclip activities again focused on the idea and nature of authority,
with an emphasis on authority existing on a continuum, and
discussing the reality that scientists can be fallible. This clip
also inspired suggestions for engaging with media literacy
concepts as post-clip activities, including discussing how the
show framed the issue by selecting the interviewees that it did,
and what that selection did for the message the show was trying
to present.
For additional notes from session participants as well
as the author suggestions distributed to participants at the
session, please see the companion session LibGuide
(Alexander, 2015).

CONSIDERATIONS
While incorporating satirical news videos can be a fun
and entertaining way to engage with the concepts represented
in the new Framework, there are risks to consider. Students who
aren’t regular viewers may not be familiar with the basic
premises of the shows, or have a good understanding of the
nature of satire. Some time should be spent in the classroom
discussing satire and the structure and assumptions of the shows
prior to viewing any clips. Additionally, students need to have
the relevant background knowledge to “get” the jokes that
appear on these programs. As both Stark (2003, p. 307) and
Beavers (2011, p. 417) caution, instructors need to provide
support for students to be able to effectively understand the
jokes for the inclusion of the clips to improve student learning.
Not all college students will have knowledge of public figures
and current or historical events to understand all of the
references made on these programs. In order for the clips to
have the desired effect or impact, bringing all students up to
speed (Who is Rand Paul? What are the basics of Net
Neutrality?) is essential.
The fake news shows are often not afraid to take on
controversial topics, but the controversial or racy aspects of the
clip may distract from the core concept one is trying to teach.
As Berk (2009) advises: “The instructor should make every
effort to reject any material that is even borderline or potentially
offensive” (p. 7). These shows often include risqué subject
manner that is appropriate for their context. The Daily Show and
The Colbert Report air(ed) late at night on a basic cable channel,
and Last Week Tonight is on HBO, a premium cable channel.
All programs are intended for adult audiences. The Daily Show
recently covered both a potentially triggering topic (the
journalistic errors made in a story in Rolling Stone magazine
about a reported rape at the University of Virginia) as well as
the controversial topic of vaccine safety (tied to the recent
measles outbreak at Disneyland). In the clips selected for this
presentation and paper, the author trimmed out segments of the
video that students may find offensive (for example, the full
version of the “Science: What’s it up to?” video includes a rape
joke). Using clips on sensitive topics such as these in an
information literacy classroom may cause students to focus

-TWO INFORMATION LITERACY THRESHOLD CONCEPTS WALK INTO…-

LOEX-2015

197

more on the topical matter rather than the overarching
information literacy concepts illustrated in the clips.
Providing ideological balance in the classroom is also
a point to consider. Many critics point out that fake news shows
often come at news stories from a liberal point of view. Oliver
Morrison recently wrote in The Atlantic about the lack of a
conservative counterpart to Jon Stewart. Morrison stated that
“Stewart, Colbert, Maher, Oliver and co. belong to a type of
late-night satire that’s typically characterized as liberal,
skewering Republicans (and, less frequently, Democrats) for
absurd statements or pompousness or flagrant hypocrisy”
(2015). Alison Dagnes, a political science professor, recently
wrote a book (A Conservative Walks into a Bar, 2012) that
explores why there are so few conservative political satirists
today. It is currently difficult to find an equivalent conservative
perspective to pair with the Daily Show, Colbert Report and
Last Week Tonight, but perhaps that will change in the future.
Most of late-night television programming is
dominated by middle-aged, white males, but within the satirical
news programs, that is changing. After 17 years of hosting The
Daily Show, Jon Stewart will be replaced by South African
comedian and former Daily Show correspondent Trevor Noah
in August 2015. The Colbert Report ended its run at the end of
2014 and Stephen Colbert is moving to The Late Show on CBS.
In its place, Comedy Central now airs The Nightly Show with
Larry Wilmore, helmed by former Daily Show “Senior Black
Correspondent” Larry Wilmore.

CONCLUSION
Satirical news programs provide great opportunities
for entertaining content that is related to information literacy
concepts, but also great challenges. Carefully selected (and
edited) satirical videos may be useful for engaging students
with the threshold concepts we want to teach, but instructors
need to consider and weigh the potential drawbacks before
plunging ahead with showing these clips in the classroom. In
the author’s experience, pre-clip activities that set up both the
premise for the clips as well as the topical content improved the
students’ receptivity to and engagement with satirical news
sources. Carefully designed post-clip activities can be an
effective way for students to practice media literacy skills by
taking the time to analyze and deconstruct the message
presented in the clips.
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